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On 11 August 2015, we lost a great geneticist and an ardent advocate for genetic and genomic resources. William Martin Gelbart, professor of molecular and cellular biology at Harvard University, died prematurely after a valiant battle with cancer. Bill's enthusiasm for solving scientific problems was infectious, with his lifelong devotion living on through those he mentored. Bill was a "geneticist's geneticist, " as Thom Kaufman remembered him recently, but his mark on the field of genetics and genomics is also due in part to his extraordinary skill in "making science social and fun. "
Bill got his start in genetics earning his PhD in 1971 with Allen S. Fox at the University of Wisconsin. Following postdoctoral work with Ed Lewis at the California Institute of Technology and Art Chovnick at the University of Connecticut, he started his own research group at Harvard, exploring genome organization and its impact on gene regulation. He relished solving complex problems, a lifelong trait according to childhood friends, that he applied fruitfully to the study of genetics. His seminal studies on transvection demonstrated that this form of allelic complementation depends on chromosome pairing, highlighting how gene expression is influenced by nuclear organization. Further work in this vein explored the role of transposons and what turned out to be chromatin-modifying factors, such as Drosophila's Enhancer of Zeste (E(z)).
It was transvection that led Bill to decapentaplegic (dpp), a Drosophila locus encoding an ortholog of the conserved bone morphogenetic protein (BMP) family of signaling molecules. Although BMPs and related TGF-b (transforming growth factor-b) and activin ligands were known to have profound effects on cells and tissues, the transducers of these signals were not known. Genetic screens performed in Bill's lab, coupled with collaborative efforts involving groups working in mammals and Caenorhabditis elegans, led to their discovery.
The ability to get people excited, working to solve a problem together as a community, as a family, was a theme in Bill's life. In the early 1990s, Bill built another family whose efforts would benefit an even larger community. He exhibited tremendous foresight and advocated tirelessly to consolidate the ever-expanding findings from the Drosophila community into a single database, Flybase. At the time, Drosophila geneticists' bible was the "Red Book, " a compilation of genetic information stemming from the 70-plus years of Drosophila research on inheritance. But as the range of questions addressed by Drosophila researchers grew, the amount of data mushroomed. Thus, in 1991, the Flybase Consortium was born. The immediate drive for the group, initially composed of Bill at Harvard, Michael Ashburner and Rachel Drysdale at Cambridge University, Gerry Rubin at Berkeley, and Thom Kaufman and Kathy Matthews at Indiana University, was to compile the genetic and molecular findings of the Drosophila community. With the success of Flybase, one critical aspect quickly became a central focus: Flybase would not be limited to the Drosophila community but open to any researcher or clinician who wanted to make use of the extensive knowledge gathered.
As principal investigator of the National Human Genome Research Institute (NHGRI)-funded Flybase grant, Bill worked tirelessly to adapt
